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TO:

Scott McDonell, Chair, Dane County Board of Supervisors



Members, Dane County Board of Supervisors



Elected Officials and Department Heads

FROM:
Kathleen M. Falk, Dane County Executive

RE:

Preliminary report on Stimulus Package and the Governor’s Proposed Budget

The following contains our best information and some proposals concerning the federal stimulus package, the Governor’s proposed budget, and the interplay between the two.  This report is still preliminary.  The stimulus package is exceedingly complex with some varying requirements, timelines, and distributive formulae, much of which has not been available.  So too with the proposed budget; it always takes time to determine what its effects are, especially on our human service programs.  We are also analyzing the federal continuing budget resolutions for the current federal fiscal year, which passed this week, and the President’s proposed budget.  I will, of course, keep you updated as we learn more.

Stimulus/Transportation

The County just received final assurance that two bridge projects, the Dunkirk Bridge and the Rockdale Bridge, are kept in the first round of local transportation stimulus spending.  These projects are funded in the capital budget; inclusion in the stimulus package means that the federal government will wholly fund the projects and create capital savings of $200,000.  This will enable us to add at least one project to the over $10 million worth of projects already scheduled for this year.  Our Public Works, Highway & Transportation Department is working with the Department of Administration and my staff to propose projects for the second round of stimulus funding.  I have directed staff to recommend projects that meet the stimulus requirements and also involve high volumes of traffic and reconstruction needs scheduled to be addressed in the near future.  Staff recommends Fish Hatchery Road, from Wingra Drive to Badger Road; University Avenue, from Segoe Road to Shorewood Boulevard (the segment west to Allen is already scheduled for reconstruction); the Yahara River Bridge at the intersection of County Highways B and N; County Highway K from County Highway Q to County Highway M; and County Highway A from Albion Road to Highway 51.  Estimated costs of these projects is about $6 million.  

There is also additional Airport funding.  With the Airport’s superb record in capturing federal funds and a list of projects ready to go, I am optimistic that some of these will be funded.

Stimulus/Land and Water

Our work on the pilot, regional manure digester near Waunakee is attracting state and federal attention and private investors.  Capital funding may well be tied to stimulus funding available to the state or investors.  I anticipate that the first round of very significant support will occur next week.  On a related topic, there might be Forest Service funds available to evaluate biomass potential on county owned properties.  Finally, the Forest Service might also fund county initiatives to deal with the emerald ash borer.

With regard to stimulus funding for water-based conservation that will come through federal agencies, it appears that up to $175,000 will be available in grants to support our stream restoration work in the Kittleson Valley and Vermont Creek watersheds.  Almost all of this work will go to streambank restoration.  I have directed staff to determine if additional landowners are ready to move forward with these projects within the federal timetable.  If so, these dollars can fund excellent stimulus projects because the stream restoration creates dramatically improved and long lasting recreational opportunities and private sector jobs through the County’s use of private construction companies.  In addition, the Fish and Wildlife Service may fund the restoration of 120 acres of wetland and 60 acres of uplands on county-owned lands.

Because of two programs, the Transportation Enhancement Program, which is used for projects such as bike paths, and another with the Corps of Engineers, we may be eligible for approximately $3.3 million to construct the first phase of the bicycle trail between McFarland and Stoughton.  Of these funds, about $1.2 million would support improvements to the railroad bridge to improve flows out of Lake Waubesa during high water.  Under yet another transportation program, County Parks can apply for up to $1.1 million to improve park roads and stormwater management.  Again, almost all of these projects would involve private construction crews.

Possibly the best local news with regard to the stimulus package is the funding of the Energy Efficiency and Conservation block grants.  This grant goes automatically to Dane County and the amount we receive will be in the $500,000 - $1.5 million range.  While we do not know what restrictions will be in place, we will have some flexibility in using these funds.  I suggest we identify projects that produce clear, environmental benefits and reduce costs, short and long term, in the county’s operating budget.  Staff are working to identify such projects and are eager to work with the Green Energy/Green Jobs Subcommittee, the Board’s standing committees, or any special committee the Board forms. You can expect these staff reports after we know the key details of this program.  There is, however, one exciting idea I want to bring to your attention.  

County and city staff have had preliminary discussions about a digester that would be fueled with some combination of waste food, waste wood, and/or lake weeds.  These offer great potential for generating methane, which can then be converted to electricity or natural gas.  If we target waste food, we also take another major stream of waste out of the landfill and again extend its capacity.  This could be a great partnership with environmental savings, local, sustainable energy production, and jobs.  The City of Madison is very supportive and involved.  A feasibility study should be available for $100,000.

Stimulus/Facilities

At least one, and possibly more, grant program might defray some of the cost of the geo-thermal system in the new Badger Prairie Nursing Home and/or the energy improvements we are making to other county facilities, such as the solar water heating system in the City-County Building.

Stimulus/Law Enforcement

The County will directly receive approximately $43,000 through the expanded Byrne Program. That amount can be best used, in my judgment, to buy equipment we will have to purchase within the next year or two.  I have asked DOA to work with the Sheriff for recommendations. The federal criteria for this program overwhelmingly favors cities.  Madison, for example, receives an additional $700,000 through this program.  We will work with Madison in the hopes that some of its funds can be channeled to projects of mutual benefit.  Funding for competitive Byrne Grants has increased and we will be alert to these opportunities.  The stimulus package also brings the renewal of the COPS Program.  This can be used for additional deputies; the County assumes full funding of any COPS-funded positions after three years.

Stimulus/Housing and Community Development

The County will receive an additional $305,000 in C.D.B.G. funds.  As you know, these are spent according to an annually revised plan approved by the C.D.B.G. Commission, the County Board, and myself.  Staff is currently working on proposals to prevent foreclosures for as many as 100 families and to reduce persistent flooding in Morrisonville as possible uses of these new funds.  While in some programs, it will be possible to supplant county funds with federal funds (for example, with the 100% funding of transportation projects), the traditional and strict rules against supplanting local funds apply in C.D.B.G.

Stimulus/Child Support

Federal matching funds are reinstated for federal fiscal years 2009 and 2010.  While this action triggers the loss of state dollars that had partially offset the loss of federal funds, this represents a net increase of $184,000 in this year and the next.  The dollars can only be spent on child support activities.  The two-year life of the program also sets up a funding problem in 2011.

Stimulus/Economic Development

Staff is still analyzing the application of economic development programs, which often rely on tax credits, to current or prospective county projects.  These will probably come into play on a case-by-case basis as the County assists in different economic or business development projects.  In addition, some programmatic improvement may be possible, for example, re-capitalizing B.U.I.L.D. so that we can help fund the construction, as well as planning, of infill and redevelopment projects.

Stimulus/Human Services

While the federal program increased MA funds for the states, including Wisconsin, the proposed state budget does not enable the County to claim the higher rate for Medicaid services we offer many of our human services clients.  This represents the loss of opportunities to claim an additional $4 million in revenue in 2010.  In light of the difficult budget we face in 2010 and the pressures imposed on human services by the deepening recession, these are opportunities we can hardly afford to lose.  This may well emerge as our highest legislative priority in the state’s biennial budget process.  However, Human Services and DOA staff caution that had the state not held on to this and other increased MA revenue, proposed cuts in Community Aids and other state revenues might have been far more severe.  This topic is an example of one in which we need to have a better sense of the interplay between the federal stimulus funding and the proposed budget before deciding on a course of action.

Stimulus/Public Health

Here is a great mix of opportunity and uncertainty.  There are eleven programs within the stimulus package that could improve many aspects of our public health program, which is now the responsibility of the City/County Health Department.  Chronic disease prevention, WIC, dental health, and communicable disease prevention, detection, and control could all benefit.  Some of our community’s needs, such as problems related to tuberculosis, will intensify because of the recession.  However, we do not yet have enough information concerning the means by which the funds will be distributed and the requirements and duration of these funds. I will work with the Mayor and the Director of Public Health to identify the best of our opportunities in these areas.

Stimulus/Summary

The facts that much information has yet to be released about the stimulus and that a lot of funding is available through competition make it difficult to settle on an amount of stimulus funding available.  We should, however, be able to complete more roadwork, expand conservation projects, achieve budget savings, create more jobs, and improve the energy efficiency of county government.  Based on early information, it is believed the first phase of stimulus funding could result in the direct creation of an estimated 200 jobs in Dane County.  These will be private sector, mostly construction jobs.  This number will be higher as we continue to aggressively pursue these dollars for projects.  It should also be noted that, as helpful as these funds are, they are neither abundant nor flexible enough to meet the challenges of the 2010 budget.  

State Budget/Human Services

Some of these challenges will be posed by the state budget.  In laboring under dire circumstances, Governor Doyle proposed a budget that aimed to protect key sources of revenue to local governments, especially those that assist us in offering basic services.  He held cuts to those programs such as Shared Revenue and Community Aids to 1%.  For that we are grateful.  Nevertheless, the budget will make our delivery of excellent human services difficult to sustain.

In the broadest terms (and again I stress the preliminary nature of these figures), the proposed budget offers net losses in human services to the County of $415,000 for the remainder of this year, $2.4 million in 2010, and $2.6 million in 2011.  

There are a few bright spots.  It appears that the supplemental payments to Badger Prairie Nursing Home will continue.  We can expect modest but welcome increases for community mental health services and an increase of 2% in an MA program (a total increase of $166,000 in 2010).

Reductions to Community Aids, Youth Aids, and Shared Revenue are projected to be about $1.56 million in 2010. As is always the case, the cut in Youth Aids is exacerbated by an increase in the rates the state charges us for youth in state institutions -- an additional expense in 2010 of $41,000.  In addition, we face new charges for young or elderly patients at the Mendota and Winnebago Mental Health Institutions of about $252,000 (2010).  Another rate increase, nursing home bed assessments, will cost $148,000 in 2010.

The General Relief Block Grant, key to our Interim Assistance program, is eliminated ($100,000 in 2010) and the mandated Birth-To-Three Program takes the 1% cut (almost $8,000 in 2010).  Income Maintenance Funds are cut by $137,000 this year and an additional $137,000 next year; this could reduce our number of Economic Support Specialists, who screen increasing numbers of people for many of the benefits essential during this recession.  The IV-E incentive dollars, which had become more important in our work with youth and families are eliminated (with a loss of $335,000 in 2010).  Another example of the 1% cut is the ECI program, which loses $2,500.  Human Services staff report it will take some time to identify all the 1% cuts that might occur in the many funding sources utilized by the County.

A final proposal, the effects of which are difficult to quantify, is the inclusion of Dane County in Family Care near the end of the upcoming biennium.  Huge questions remain concerning the amount of County GPR or Community Aids the state would capture as part of this transaction, the start up costs of this shift, the amount and quality of services available to those people who are currently served by the County, and the County’s role, if any, in running the new program. I wholly respect the purpose of Family Care and appreciate the helpful and frequent communication Secretary Timberlake and I have had on this subject.  We are committed to working together on this issue.  However, the worsening recession and the effects it has on state finances might make it impractical to resolve all these questions in this budget process.

State Budget/Land and Water

Small but helpful and welcome increases occur in several DNR and DATCP programs.  We have an excellent chance of obtaining funds for part of the restoration of the just-acquired Mazomanie property.  We will be required to conduct more dam inspections at a cost of $5,000 in 2010.  A new grant program for dam repair and removal may help with improving Stewart Lake, Babcock, or Lafollette dams.  An additional $18,000 is proposed for land conservation staff.

The most important proposal in this part of the budget is the Working Lands initiative.  With its tax credits and Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) program, the state will become a more effective partner in keeping our farm economy strong.  Early staff analysis suggests that Dane County farmers would be the beneficiaries of a state PDR program.

State funding for the Clean Sweep Program ($30,000) is eliminated.  While we will be able to maintain the Clean Sweep Program targeted to materials usually found in residences, it poses a great challenge to Agricultural Clean Sweep.  Staff is developing options to preserve this successful environmental protection program.

State Budget/AEC

DATCP had unwelcome news in the form of a $13,000 per year reduction in the payments the State agreed to make in reducing debt on the cost of the Exhibition Hall at AEC.  For new Supervisors, Governor Thompson and the Legislature agreed to these payments because construction of the Hall was essential to keeping World Dairy Expo in Wisconsin.  

State Budget/Courts and Criminal Justice System

Reductions of another 1% hit the court system and probation and parole reimbursement with costs of $17,000 per year.  Funding for reimbursement of court interpreters is included but we do not know what amount will come to Dane County.  There are counterbalancing changes in funding for victim and witness services which probably mean that we will not see a net increase for these mandated services.  A 75% Assistant District Attorney position for drug enforcement cases is maintained but, as you know, District Attorneys across the state have been disappointed in the budget’s failure to fund additional ADA positions.

Budget/Transportation

Because Transportation Aids are distributed to counties based on several variables (lane miles and county costs are two examples), we do not yet know what the 1% cuts translate into for Dane County.  In addition, the proposed budget relies on the tax on gross oil receipts for much of its transportation revenue.  The prospects for road aids are going to be murky until much later in the budget process.

Budget/Summary

Clearly, this budget poses great challenges to our continued delivery of excellent human services and public safety.  We do, however, have great allies as we work to improve some aspects of this budget.  I am in close and frequent communication with Senator Mark Miller and Representative Mark Pocan, the Co-Chairs of Joint Finance.  They are ready to help Dane County as are other members of our delegation.  Mickey Beil is already working on some key issues in the budget and opportunities that are not yet in the budget.  For example, she has been a key player in the coalition to win support for the reinstitution of the cell phone surcharge for 911 improvements.

At this early point in the process, I do not think it is timely to take extraordinary steps to reduce county spending.  You and I already passed a responsible budget with cost-cutting features such as an extended (12 week) freeze on vacant positions; I am implementing these measures very carefully.  Nevertheless, many of these services are more necessary or desirable than ever because of the economic difficulties faced by many of our residents.  At this point, I am optimistic that we can work with the Legislature to ameliorate some of the budget’s bad effects.  And, so far, key elements of our budget are holding up.  Sales tax has held steadier than might be expected and interest revenue has some bright spots.  Our Highway Department and DOA are locking in some significant fuel savings. We will, of course, monitor County spending and revenue and progress on the state budget closely.  I will not hesitate to reduce spending should that become necessary.

I hope you find this information helpful.  Working with the Chairman and the Personnel & Finance Committee, I will provide updates on these many topics.  More importantly, I look forward to working with you on the opportunities and challenges outlined in this report.
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